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 Abstract :- 
Human rights are the basic rights of an individual which are necessary for individual dignity. 
These rights are recognised by the world after the Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted by 
United Nations but these rights were in existence in the Indian culture in the form of Dharma. Dharma 
was the basis of lives as the society was regulated by dharma. Dharma was a collection of rules which 
aims towards the protection of human rights in society. The ancient scriptures like Ramayan, 
Mahabharata, etc. give us the evidences that human rights are a part of Indian culture. 
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Introduction :- 
“Human Rights” this word gives its meaning in itself. Human rights are the rights related to a 
human being. A human being requires its basic necessities such as food, clothing, shelter, etc. These 
requirements can only be fulfilled when an individual has human rights. Human rights are not a new 
concept but these rights existed in ancient Indian civilization. 
Its true that the world recognised human rights after the World War-II after the United Nations 
expressed concern through its Charter and other Conventions towards human rights. But it is also a 
bigger reality that these rights or the concept of human rights was in subsistence in ancient Indian law 
which was generally termed as “Dharma” because at that time the society was regulated through 
Dharma.  
                                                ^Ikjfgr lfjl /keZ ufga HkkbZ]  




From these lines written by Goswami Tulsidas we can clearly hear the sounds of protection and 
respect towards human rights. 
These lines certify that the principles of human rights came into lights after the World War –II 
but these rights were in existence in a hidden form in the human civilization, society, life and culture. 
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It was the greed to live a better life and to protect future generations form the scourage of war world 
recognised human rights by adopting Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948. But in ancient 
times also, people used to enjoy these rights but the term „ Human Rights ‟ was not used. The ancient 
Vedas, Ramayan, Upnishads, give us proofs about the entity of human rights. Through this research we 
would analyse that human rights used to subsist in ancient India. 
Definitions and Concept of Human Rights :- 
The concept and meaning of human rights is very wide. These rights are inalienable, universal 
and inherent in an individual. It is difficult to define the term but there are some definitions which try 
to explain the meaning to the full extent. According to Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948,:-   
“ Human rights are the rights derived from from inherent dignity of human person.”
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                It means human rights are not an outer concept but it has its existence in every person since 
his or her birth. It is inherent in every individual. 
              Again, according to Dr. D.D. Basu, has said,  
 “Human rights are those minimal rights, which every individual must have against the state, or 




It means an individual enjoy all such rights against state also and it is the duty of state to 
protect these rights. 
             Acoording to Protection of Human Rights Act, 1993, Sec. 2(d),  
“Human rights are the rights relating to life, liberty, equality and dignity of the individual 




Thus human rights are the rights for the dignity and liberty of a person and if these rights are 
not made available to any person it would affect the honour and dignity of the human family. These are 
the rights which create conditions in which every human being can develop his personality to the 
fullest extent.    
 HUMAN RIGHTS UNDER INDIAN CULTURE :-  
In ancient times people demanded their human rights. If we look back to the past history, it 
comes to our minds that the human rights were changing from time to time according to the needs and 
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set up of time. More than 6000 years ago, our India philosophers and thinkers interpreted a theory of 
higher moral law over and above positive law embodying values of universal validity the aim of which 
was to establish harmonious social order by striking a balance between spiritual and material aspects of 
life. 
It was the concept of Dharma which governed in an integrative manner, all civil, religious and 
other actions of man in society, be it king or his subjects. The basis of Human Rights is Dharma which 
is vitally concerned with humanity. Dharma is one word which defines and covers totality of human 
experience and existence. It derived from the root, „Dhr‟ meaning to uphold, to support, to nourish, to 
integrate, etc. The law of Dharma in ancient India made an attempt at building and organised social life 
wherein each individual realised his goals within the parameters of social norms of morality. The 
natural law so revealed in the Vedas, Puranas and the epics, Ramayana and Mahabharata was extolled 
by the mystics, saints, philosophers and poets. The philosophy explained by the saints of ancient India 
was a reinstatement of natural law with religious colour to enthuse people towards the path of 
enlightenment and unity. The evidences of Human Rights in ancient scriptures can be read in the 
following points:- 
(i) Vedas:- 
The philosophers of Vedic period believed that Human Rights were based on mankind‟s 
increasing demand for life in which the inherent dignity and worth of each human being should 
receive respect and protection that it deserves. 
                        “v;a fut% ijksosfr] x.kuk y?kqparlke~A 
 mnkjpfjrkuke~ rq olq/kSo dqVqEcde~AA” 
It means, its mine, its yours is done by those whom have small heart. For a kind-hearted man 
the whole land is like a family. By this concept of „Vasudhaiv Kutumbakam‟ it cannot be denied that 
the values of fraternity and equality subsisted in ancient India.  
                   Again Rig Veda refers three civil rights:- Tana (body), Skriddhi (dwelling place) and 
Jibhasi (life).  
                   Rig Veda refers that all human beings should help and protect each other:-     
                                          “iqeku iqekala ifjikrq fo”or%”
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Again Atharva Veda teaches us to keep and maintain the relation of goodwill towards each 
other.                          
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In this way, vedas are the source of human rights in ancient India which promoted the sense of 
respect, honour, goodwill and non-violence among the people of ancient India which in  modern 
society we name it Human Rights. 
(ii) Ramayan:- 
Ramayan, the mythology, tells us about Ram and his idealistic behaviour. Through the story of 
Ram, Valmiki taught people about the human behaviour and thought which every human being should 
accept and follow in his life. Through Ramayan, the righteousness based on values and principles of 
humanity, simplicity, patience, justice, fairness were taught. 
Ram, maryada purushottam, teaches humanity that a man should exercise control on his words, 
thought and action, and that we are bound to act in limits. The scene of Ram eating the ber given by 
Shabri, who was a woman of lower caste, whereas Ram being a Raja, teaches that there should be non-
discrimination on the basis of caste of a person. 
The character of Ravan explains that the behaviour which is against humanity. The act of 
taking away Sita explains about the rights of women and the atrocities which should not be done 
against a woman. Ramayan gives lessons about humane behaviour towards women. It teaches us that 
nothing should be done against the dignity of women. 
In this way, it teaches us about human rights related to non-discrimination and rights of 
women. 
(iii) Mahabharata:- 
In Shanti Parv of Mahabharata, we find the provisions about “Rajdharma and 
Dharmaniti” which are related in an indirect manner to rules and regulations i.e. Law. In the 
beginning there were no definite rules but society was regulated by moral rules and Dharma. 
In Mahabharata there were Kauravas and Pandavas. Kauravas took control over the 
empire of Pandavas which was suppression of the Human Rights of Pandavas. This led to a war 
of Kurukshetra which caused huge bloodshed. It shows that if human rights are tried to be 
suppressed it would result in destruction. 
Mahabharata also talks about rights of women as Draupadi was used as a property by 




                
In this the teachings of Krishna to Arjun are the source of human rights. Krishna has said that 
arms could be raised against those who act against society and against rights of men. The birth of 
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God on earth for the protection of Dharma is nothing but is meant that God takes birth on land for 
the protection of human rights. The following verse of Bhagwadgita expresses this meaning:- 
                                           “;nk ;nk fg /keZL; XykfuHkZofr HkkjrA 




According to Gita, “He who has no ill will to any being, who is friendly and compassionate, 
who is free from egoism and self-sense and who is even-minded in pain and pleasure and patient is 
dear to God”. It also says that divinity in humans is represented by the virtues of non-violence, truth, 
freedom from anger, renunciation, compassion to living beings, freedom from covetousness, 
gentleness, modesty and steadiness- the qualities that a good human being ought to have. These 
qualities are promoted by Gita for the protection of human rights.  
(v) Manusmriti:- 
                
In Dharmashastras, Manu has expressed his views about the origin of state. Manu says that in 
every man there are two kinds of nature- one is „Daiviya‟ i.e. good human beings and the other is 
„Asur‟ i.e. demon. So, when the demonic behaviour of people destroys love and peace from the 
society, state comes into existence. Thus, Manu said that the state is the result of the violation of the 
rights of the people. Thus the reason behind  the origin of state are rights which are today named as 
Human Rights. 
Again, Manu said that state consists of seven elements. Danda i.e. punishment is one of these 
elements. Acccording to Manu punishment is the weapon by which those who violet the rights of 
others can be controlled to do such violation of rights. Manu said that King came into existence to 
establish a state free from anarchy and a condition of chaos in which no one can enjoy his basic rights. 
Punishments were inflicted on those who act against the Dharma. Thus it can be easily 
understood that all the system of state is for the establishment of a peaceful society in which every 
person could enjoy his rights and could live a life of dignity. 
Varnashrama system was introduced by Manusmriti. It gives this system for the protection and 
regulation of rights of people in the society. It limits the functions and spheres of the people so that 
people could live with peace, harmony and love towards each other. 
Manusmiriti gives a code of conduct i.e. moral codes as well as legal codes. It provides 
numerous verses on duties which a person has person has towards himself and to others. It provides 
that the people should follow non-violence, compassion, truthfulness, non-injury, honesty, sacrifice, 
etc. These behaviours are required for the protection of rights of others. 
Manusmriti provides about the rights of women. It provides that a woman can dissolve her 
marriage if it is fraudulent or abusive marriage and could remarry. It also provides that a woman 
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could remarry if her husband is missing or has abandoned her. It provides that a woman should obey 
and seek protection of her father and as young woman her husband. 
Manusmriti also provides about property rights of woman i.e. property received at her 
marriage, gifts from her biological family, gifts received from her husband after marriage, from 
inheritance from deceased relatives are the properties of woman. 
In this way, Manusmriti says that where woman is honoured and adorned and where they are 
revered there the God rejoice, but where they are not, no sacred rite bears any fruit. Thus it preaches:- 




Arthashastra written by Kautilya is a major source of Human Rights. It explores the issues of 
social welfare, collective ethics that hold society together, about duties of King at the times of 
emergency, etc. It refers the rights and duties of the ministers, priests, soldiers. 
The king‟s duties in the internal administration of the country are threefold- Raksha i.e. 
protection of the state from the external aggressions, maintenance of law and order within the state and 
Yogkshama i.e. safeguarding the welfare of the its subjects. The king shall protect agriculture from 
being harassed by fines, taxes, and demands for labour. The king shall also make arrangements of 
storage reservoirs either from natural spring or with water brought from elsewhere or he may provide 
to those who build reservoirs by giving them land. The shall enforce the laws regarding discipline 
among the members of family, slaves and persons mortgaged. 
Arthashastra also refers to women‟s right to property. A woman has control over her dowry and 
jewellery. She retained this control after the death of her husband so long as she did not remarry. If she 
remarried without the consent of her father-in-law, her new husband was obliged to return all her 
property to other family. A remarrying widow was also obliged to leave her property at the time of  
remarriage to the sons by the first marriage. In short, property passes down the male line, except when 
there were only daughters. For providing justice to the people Arthashastra also provides about the 
establishment of courts. It provides about the establishment of civil and criminal courts. In this way it 
tells us about the Human Rights. 
Conclusion :- 
Thus we can say that human rights is not a new concept only the name has been given to the 
rights which are basic, natural, inalienable and universal which are available to every individual in 
every society in the world. In India, these rights were recognised in the form of Dharma, which aimed 
at the establishment of a society in which rights of every human being could be protected. The saints 
and sages of India already had given such philosophies which were of high moral and aim of which the 
establishment of harmonious social relations. 
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